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DAYTON, Ohio--Soldiers in World Wars I and II, as well as 
those in the Civil and Spanish-American Wars, had a lot of 
popular music written for them to keep up their morale, but they 
may have been the last to be so lucky, says a University of 
Dayton music historian. 
As the nation prepares to observe Veterans Day on Nov. 11, 
it might be well to recall some of the songs those veterans sang, 
adds George H. Zimmerman. 
"I swear I don't know how they had time to fight," Zimmerman 
says, in describing World War I soldiers and their penchant for 
s1.ng1.ng. 
That war, he explains, spawned an immense number of popular 
songs, ranging from such well-known ones as "Over There," "My 
Buddy" and "Keep the Home Fires Burning," to some not-sa-well-
known like "Would You Rather be a Colonel With an Eagle on Your 
Shoulder or a Private With a Chicken on Your Knee?" 
The Civil War produced many popular songs--sentimental songs 
like "Tenting Tonight," and "Just Before the Battle, Mother" to 
the comic "Eating Goober Peas." 
One Civil War song, "When Johnny Comes Marching Home," was 
so popular that it lasted through the Spanish-American War and 
World Wars I and II. 
What Zimmerman describes as a war song that transcended the 
war, "White Christmas," was popularized during World War II and 
continues to be popular today. 
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But the soldiers who fought in the Korean and Vietnam Wars 
had no such songs written for them. 
"Patriotism was high during our earlier wars and popular 
music reflected that spirit. The wars after World war II did not 
evoke that type of patriotism," Zimmerman says. 
Zimmerman, a World War II veteran, also thinks the 
disappearance of the parlor piano played an important role 1n the 
demise of popular war songs. 
"Prior to the late 1940s, many American homes had a piano in 
their parlor or living room," Zimmerman says. "Sheet music was 
available and families and friends would gather around the piano 
and sing popular songs, including those of war time. But then 
television, long-playing records and portable radios came upon 
the scene. Americans became listeners of music rather than 
performers. Popular music began to be written for teenagers 
rather than adults. The definition of the popular song changed." 
The story of war music is a fascinating one, Zimmerman says. 
One of Zimmerman's favorite, poignant songs of the Civil War was 
titled "The Drummer Boy of Shiloh." Thousands of members of the 
opposing armies were under the age of 16. They frequently 
enlisted as drummers giving signals for battle. In the heat of 
battle they would put down their drums and take up arms for a 
dying comrade. Each verse of the song ends with the words, "He 
clasped his hands, then raised his eyes and prayed before he 
died." 
Zimmerman believes, however, that popular war songs in the 
spirit of past wars would not return if the nation were to be 
plunged into war again. "Parlor music is gone," he says. "Tin 
Pan Alley, which produced popular music for adults from 1892 to 
1954, is gone. Popular songs are a record of what men and women 
of a particular era thought. We're too close to our own time to 
make strong valid judgments about the current era." 
-30-
For media interviews, call George Zimmerman at (513) 229-3917. 
